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PREFACE 

The few articles on Mystical Contemplation, 
contributed by the writer to the Ami du Clergd, 
appear to have met with considerable apprecia- 
tion. Most encouraging praise was received 
from both the secular and the regular clergy, 
from editors of important reviews, from pro- 
fessors of theology in seminaries and teaching 
bodies, from Jesuits, Benedictines, Capuchins, 
Marists, and others. So much were the articles 
sought after that, when the last appeared in 
July, not one was procurable in the following 
August. And hence, from all quarters came 
requests for their separate publication, while at 
the same time translations into other languages 
were being prepared. 

It is a pleasure to supply such a demand ; 
for it shows that more and more attention is 
being paid to a matter of the highest necessity. 
How great was the discredit into which the 
study of such things had unhappily fallen, 
owing to the excesses of the pseudo-mystics 

v 
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of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries ! 
It was right to be on one’s guard against 
abuses ; but it was not right to neglect such 
an estimable way of perfection as that of 
mystical contemplation, a way trodden by all 
who have attained a high degree of sanctity. 
Many prejudices still remain. The writer 
knows more than one excellent priest who 
regards works with titles like the present one 
as possibly interesting curiosities, but as having 
no practical use. To get them to read such 
books, the titles would have to be changed. 

But how will such priests direct contem- 
plative souls whom they will certainly meet 
with ? Listen to St. John of the Cross : “ For, 
whenever God begins to anoint a soul with the 
unction of loving knowledge, most delicate, 
serene, peaceful, lonely, strange to sense and 
imagination ; whenever He withholds all sweet- 
ness from it, and suspends its power of medi- 
tation — because He reserves it for this lonely 
unction, inclined to solitude and quiet — a 
spiritual director will appear, who, like a 
rough blacksmith, knows only the use of the 
hammer, and who, because all his knowledge 
is limited to the coarser work, will say to it : 
Come, get rid of this, this is waste of time 
and idleness : arise and meditate, resume thine 
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interior acts, for it is necessary that thou 
shouldest make diligent efforts of thine own ; 
everything else is delusion and folly. Such 
a director as this does not understand the 
gradations of prayer, nor the ways of the 
Spirit, neither does he consider that what he 
recommends the soul is too late, since it has 
passed through that state already, having 
attained to the state of sensitive abnegation ; 
for when the goal is reached, and the journey 
ended, all further travelling must be away 
from the goal.” . . . l 

“ But it may be said that these directors err, 
perhaps, with good intentions, because their 
knowledge is scanty. Be it so ; but they are 
not therefore justified in giving the rash 
counsels they do, without previously ascer- 
taining the way and spirit of their penitent. 
And if they do not understand the case, it is 
not for them to interfere in what they do not 
comprehend, but rather to send their penitent 
to others who understand him better than 
they. It is not a trivial matter or a slight 
fault to cause, by incompetent direction, the 

1 The Living Flame of Love, Stanza III, lino iii, Vol. II, 
pp. 273, 274, of Lewis’s translation of the Complete Works of 
St. John of the Cross. Ed. 1 864. All the references indicated 
by “ L. T.” are to this edition: 
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loss of inestimable blessings, and to endanger 
a soul. Thus, he who rashly errs, being under 
an obligation to give good advice — for so is 
everyone in the office he assumes — shall not 
go unpunished for the evil he has done. The 
affairs of God are to be handled with great 
caution and watchful circumspection, and 
especially this, which is so delicate and so 
high, and where the gain is infinite if the 
direction given be right, and the loss also 
infinite if it be wrong .” 1 

It was to help spiritual directors in the 
discharge of their duty that these articles 
were first published in the Ami du Clerge. 
The writer is too busy to recast and extend 
their contents, but he believes they will suffice 
nevertheless. 

The simplicity and modesty of the papers 
need cause no surprise. Still further simplifi- 
cation would have been preferable. When a 
question is well elucidated, it is always reduced 
to a few clear principles, with which countless 
particular ideas are brought into relation ; and 
when they are thus deduced, they are self- 
explanatory and shed light upon one another. 

1 The Living Flame of Love , Stanza III, line iii, L. T. 
II, p. 280. 
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It was the writer’s hope that this might be the 
case with this booklet. He hopes that by 
clearly explaining the matter with which it 
deals it may help some minds to connect 
several notions which they have not linked 
together, and that it will cast some light on 
several points of spiritual teaching the con- 
nexion between which has not always been 
plainly perceived. 

In fine, it is more complete than it ap- 
pears. What is contemplation ? Who is 
called thereto ? How are contemplatives to 
be dealt with ? Through what stages may 
they be expected to pass ? These are the only 
questions which it is indispensable to clear up. 
I have sometimes dealt with them concisely, 
but so many references are given that what is 
said may be completed by useful reading ; and 
such reading will be easily within reach of 
those who are familiar with the subject. 

“No book is better calculated than yours to 
make the clergy in general appreciate such 
questions as these,” writes the editor of one of 
the great reviews. At any rate it may be of 
service to many priests who have not the time 
to read several great books on the subject. The 
work should be specially appropriate to the 
studies of seminarists. This most profitable 



Digitized by v^ooQle 




X 



PREFACE 



science of mysticism (the writer hopes his 
readers will have no remaining doubts on the 
subject) is very unequally cultivated in different 
seminaries: in some it appears to be entirely 
unknown, and this is deplorable ; in others, it 
forms a regular course of teaching, and this is 
wise. No doubt the programmes of study in 
our seminaries are very overloaded, but it must 
not be forgotten that spiritual knowledge is 
among the most important for a director of 
souls. 

This little hook should also be useful in 
religious communities, especially to mother- 
superiors and novice-mistresses. In it, there 
are certainly a few difficult theological notions 
at the outset, but there is nothing harder in 
theology than in any other science, and per- 
haps we are too fearful of theology that 
throws so much light on many things. Some 
nuns, at any rath, have read these articles 
quite undaunted. 

The text follows that which appeared in the 
Ami du Clergi as it stood, hut a few notes 
have been added. An exaggerated dread of 
upsetting anyone led to the exclusion of 
polemical matter as far as possible ; no opinion 
was refuted without setting by the side of it 
as clearly as possible the doctrine taught by 
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the great masters, St. Thomas and St. Francis 
of Sales, St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa, 
who were taken as guides. It has been ob- 
served that certain adverse opinions might be 
refuted rather more directly with advantage : 
and this observation has been taken to heart. 
But in opposing, in the interest of souls, any 
doctrine or train of argument, the writer 
has endeavoured to show as much charity 
as possible towards individuals. To say the 
truth, those whom he was opposing were often 
his own comrades in arms, and such as had 
contributed, in the midst of a too general 
forgetfulness, to keep mystical teaching in 
honour. But they had accepted some of the 
errors of those who rim it down, and they had 
incorporated elements that were fatal to it, or 
at least likely to do it harm. To point out 
such misunderstandings, to supplement a few 
explanations, or to deduce from them certain 
practical consequences, such will be the object 
of the notes added to this book. 

May these pages, which were written for 
the enlightenment of souls and to lead them to 
love God more, largely contribute to such a 
result . . . and may they have no other. 
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I have been asked to write on mystical con- 
templation, a subject of the utmost importance. 
Therefore I am about to set forth the results 
of a long and conscientious study of St. Teresa 
and St. John of the Cross, of St. Thomas 
and St. Francis of Sales in the following 
chapters. The two first named are recognized 
by the Church as masters of mystical theology; 
the two others are both great mystics, and 
great theologians and doctors of the Church. 
Moreover, all four are in perfect accord with 
one another. With them, one cannot go 
astray ; against them, one is bound to miss the 
way. I therefore prefer to give an abundant 
and indisputable exposition of the teaching of 
these great masters to heaping up the names of 
secondary writers in scanty quotations. Yet I 
shall not wholly deny myself the privilege of 
showing how well all tradition is in accord 
with the great masters I propose to follow. 

xiii 
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This study will comprise four chapters : 
(1) The Nature of Contemplation ; (2) The 
Call to Contemplation ; (3) The General 
Direction of Contemplatives ; (4) The Phases 
of Contemplation. 
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MYSTICAL CONTEMPLATION 

CHAPTER I 

THE NATURE OF CONTEMPLATION 

nummary — § 1. In what sense Contemplation is an extra- 
ordinary grace — It is not a grace gratis data — It is 
extraordinary as to its mode : it is produced by the 
gifts of the Holy Ghost — Passive life, an effect of the 
gifts of the Holy Ghost — Passive faith and love — 
Harmony of the mystics and theologians. 

9 2. It is not extraordinary in itself : St. Thomas and 
theology — It is only faith and love, say the mystics, 
St. John of the Cross, St. Teresa, St Francis of Sales. 
— Contemplation defined. 

The theological notion of contemplation is far 
from clear. It is a kind of supernatural prayer, 
say some ; mystical is the epithet used by 
others ; infused , say others. It is commonly 
said to be an extraordinary grace. All these 
expressions, and that of passive prayer , which 
is also often met with, have contributed much 
towards making people suppose that it is some- 
thing miraculous, something perhaps inde- 
finable, and certainly very rare. 

1 
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§ 1. — In what sense contemplation is 
an extraordinary grace. 

Later on, we shall see what to think of its 
frequency or rarity. But, first of all, we must 
ascertain in what sense it is an extraordinary 
grace, and its place amidst things super- 
natural. 

It is not a grace gratis data . — God’s graces 
are divided into sanctifying graces and gratu- 
itous graces, gratum facientes and gratis dates. 
The expression gratum faciens designates a 
grace the purpose of which is to make its 
recipient better, and to forward his salvation. 
It is given him for that object. Such is the 
grace which is rightly called sanctifying or 
habitual, and which renders anyone just and 
holy in the sight of God, and such is the actual 
grace that urges and helps us to do the good 
works by which habitual grace and holiness 
are increased. These graces are given to all, 
at least to some extent, according to laws laid 
down by God. This is why they are often 
called ordinary or common graces. All re- 
ceive them so far as is necessary for salvation ; 
hut our co-operation, our dispositions, and the 
use we make of them, obtain them for us in 
greater abundance. And for this reason they 
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are not entirely gratuitous, although they are 
so, at least so far as they enable us to merit 
them. Graces gratis data, on the contrary, as 
their name indicates, have just this character- 
istic, that they are absolutely gratuitous, apart 
from all merit. We shall receive the former, 
but our endeavours towards sanctification will 
he to no purpose for the reception of such as 
these : to work miracles, to speak a language 
we have never learnt, to receive such a mission 
as that of Joan of Arc. We can only merit 
salvation and the means of attaining it ; but 
the favours just mentioned are beyond the 
range of our personal sanctification ; they 
correspond with particular providential designs, 
and their use is to do good to others. They 
are of an extraordinary and miraculous nature. 
Such are visions and revelations : neither 
Balaam nor his ass gained anything from 
their vision. Nevertheless these graces are 
very often accompanied by other graces of 
a sanctifying character ; or else, by react- 
ing on their recipients, they may themselves 
help towards their sanctification. In 1 Cor. xii. 
St. Paul enumerates a list of graces gratis 
data , and opposes charity to them, as being far 
preferable. 

Are the graces of contemplation extra- 
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ordinary in the sense of graces gratis data, or 
are they graces of personal sanctification ? 
Many, who are deceived by words, rather care- 
lessly conclude that they are graces gratis 
data. 1 But this is a mistake, and the error 
is all the more serious in that it is a funda- 
mental one. Nothing can be plainer than St. 
Thomas and St. John of the Cross ; till the 
end of the seventeenth century there is no 
difference of opinion ; and among modern 
writers, even those who put down contem- 
plation as a miraculous grace, teach doctrines 
as to its nature which allow of a contrary con- 
clusion being inferred from them. 

Thus everyone, along with St. Thomas, is 
agreed in teaching that contemplation is a 
result of the gifts of the Holy Ghost. No 
one has anything to bring against this doc- 
trine ; only two or three writers think that 
a few special phenomena, which sometimes 
occur in the highest stages of contemplation, 
are due to another principle. But who would 
venture to maintain that the gifts of the Holy 
Ghost given in Baptism, and increased in Con- 
firmation, are not graces of personal sactifica- 
tion, but graces gratis data? St. Thomas 

1 A rather prevalent idea, found in many valuable 
modern works. 
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